Chapter 6 -
Professional Development

. . . the teacher [of the gifted and talented] has the most significant influence on a learning
environment. Many factors influence the learning of a student, but within the classroom
situation, the teacher is of critical importance.

—Barbara Clark
Growing Up Gifted

Introduction

Regulation 43-220 calls for staff development as part of gifted and talented support
services and requires that appropriate, on-going staft development in gifted education
be provided annually by districts ((24 S.C. Code Ann. Regs. 43-220.2(A)(1)(b))and
(O)(2)). Furthermore, districts are required to provide training regarding characteristics
of academic giftedness for all staff involved in the identification process ((24 S.C.
Code Ann. Regs. 43-220.2(B)(6)(b)(3)).

Professional development in the area of gifted and talented education should be an
integral part of a school district’s staff development plan. It is essential that the plan
include professional development experiences for the total school staff, as well as
specialized experiences for teachers in the gifted and talented program.

To assist districts in their staff development efforts, the State Department of Education
(SDE) is working to provide professional development for total school staff and
endorsement for teachers in gifted and talented programs. The SDE collaborates with
the South Carolina Consortium for Gifted Education to provide regional and statewide
professional development for gifted and talented coordinators and teachers.

This chapter addresses the professional development needs of both groups—total
school staff (administrators, guidance counselors, regular classroom teachers) and
teachers of the gifted and talented. Chapter 10 of this manual provides further
information on the roles and responsibilities of each group with regard to the gifted
and talented program.



Professional Development for Total School Staff

Administrators

Administrators must be able to communicate knowledgeably with parents and the
public about the gifted and talented program. The following competencies are needed:

¢

Knowledge of R43-220 (amended June, 2004) to ensure district and building
level compliance,

Understanding of characteristics of gifted and talented students and their
special needs as the basis for gifted and talented education, and

Familiarity with the curriculum and the instructional practices in the gifted and
talented program.

Guidance Counselors

Guidance counselors require depth of knowledge about the gifted and talented
program and about gifted and talented students—their identification, needs, and
special problems. The competencies required of guidance counselors include the
following:

¢
¢
¢
¢
¢

Knowledge of R43-220 (amended June, 2004),

Knowledge of characteristics of gifted and talented students,
Knowledge of the identification and placement process,
Knowledge of record keeping requirements,

Ability to provide counseling appropriate to the special needs and problems of
gifted and talented students, and

Ability to provide appropriate academic, college, and career guidance for
gifted and talented students.

Regular Classroom Teachers

To better meet the needs of gifted and talented students, teachers in the general
education classroom require the following competencies:

¢
¢
¢

Knowledge of the characteristics of gifted and talented students,
Understanding of the diversity among all students, and

Skills in differentiating curriculum and instruction for all students in the
classroom.



Professional Development for Teachers of the Gifted and Talented

Education of the gifted and talented is a form of special education with its own
pedagogy specifically designed to meet the needs of this particular group of students
(Borland, 1989). To enter the field of gifted education as professionals, teachers
require extensive formal education in recognizing the characteristics and needs of
gifted and talented students and in developing and implementing curriculum
appropriate to those needs.

Teachers of the gifted and talented must possess a high level of the knowledge and
skills listed for regular classroom teachers (page 6-2). In addition, they require
exceptional competencies in the following areas:

¢ Advanced knowledge and skills in their certification area/discipline,

¢ Knowledge of historic and current gifted and talented issues, research, and
practices,

4 Skill in presenting gifted and talented topics and issues to school staff, parents,
and the community,

¢ Skill in developing collaborative and positive relationships with all staff,
families, and students,

¢ Skill in developing and implementing challenging educational experiences that
help students go beyond their current level of competencies, and

¢ Skill in providing an environment conducive to exploration, trial and error
learning, and investigation.

Gifted and Talented Teacher Endorsement

For a number of years, the SDE has funded graduate courses in the nature and needs
of gifted learners and introduction to curriculum for gifted learners. These two
courses are required for teacher endorsement in gifted education and address
foundational professional development needs of teachers of the gifted and talented.
Although these courses are beneficial and will continue, best practices suggest that
more extensive training that is ongoing is necessary for teachers to establish full
professional credentials in the field of gifted education.

On-Going Professional Development

Along with a solid foundation in gifted education provided through initial coursework,
teachers of the gifted and talented require on-going professional development. It is the
professional responsibility of each teacher in the gifted and talented program to seek
opportunities for continued growth, such as those listed on the next page.



¢ Membership in relevant professional organizations—e.g.,
* National Association for Gifted Children (NAGC): www.nagc.org
*  Council for Exceptional Children (CEC): www.cec.sped.org
* The Association for the Gifted (TAG): http://cochp.idbsu.edu/tag

* South Carolina Consortium for Gifted Education (SCCGE):
P.O. Box 255, Irmo, SC 29063 www.scgifted.org

4 Subscription or access to journals in the field—e.g.,
*  Gifted Child Quarterly
*  Journal for the Education of the Gifted
* Roeper Review
* Gifted Child Today

¢ Attendance at conferences, workshops, and institutes—e.g.,

NAGC annual conference

SCCGE annual conference

Confratute, a two week institute held each July at University of
Connecticut

Spring (March) and Summer (June) Conferences held at the Center for
Gifted Education at The College of William and Mary

¢ Recent series publications and websites—e.g.,

* The Practical Strategies Series (Prufrock Press www.prufrock.com)

* The Essential Readings Series (Corwin Press www.corwinpress.com)

* The Critical Thinking Series (Foundation for Critical Thinking

www.critical thinking.org)

*  SC Department of Education’s Office of Gifted and Talented

* National Research Center for Gifted www.gifted.uconn.edu

* The Center for Gifted Education www.cfge.wm.edu
School districts are required to provide appropriate, on-going staff development
activities for teachers of the gifted and talented (24 S.C. Code Ann. Regs. 43-
220.2(C)(2)). As part of this requirement, districts should support professional
development opportunities such as attendance at conferences, workshops, and

institutes. In addition, the district staff development plan should include in-district
programs on topics such as underachievement, instructional strategies, special



populations, and differentiated curriculum. Consortia arrangements and regional
groups with nearby districts can facilitate the availability of appropriate staff
development for teachers of the gifted and talented.

Designing and Evaluating Professional Development for Teachers

This section summarizes several important points taken from VanTassel-Baska’s
article, “Planning professional development experiences in gifted education”
published in the 2002 Virginia Association for the Gified Newsletter.

Research-based features of highly effective professional development (Garet, Porter,
Desimone, Birman, & Yoon, 2001 in VanTassel-Baska, 2002)) include the following:

* A strong focus on content knowledge (especially differentiation, grouping,
and assessment strategies matched to the gifted learner).

*  Opportunities for active learning.

* (Coherence with other learning activities.

* Sustained intensive opportunities.

* Collective participation.

Drawing on Guskey’s model (2000) as a guide to planning, these questions need
consideration when designing professional development.

1) What knowledge and skills do you want educators to acquire about gifted
students and their learning?

2) Under what delivery mode will the educators best acquire these
understandings (e.g., study groups, workshops, action research,
mentoring)?

3) What organizational support structures are in place to facilitate change?

a) Are adequate resources available for classroom implementation?
b) Will implementation be monitored? How?
c) Is the climate supportive of experimentation?

4) How will program coordinators assess the application of the knowledge and
skills acquired?

5) What was the impact on gifted students of educators acquiring new
knowledge and skills?

Finally, VanTassel-Baska offers these professional development guidelines for
educators of the gifted:

1) Target four workshops for all teachers on working with gifted students;
target four advanced workshops for teachers specialized in gifted
education, and target two abbreviated (2—3 hours) workshops for building
and central office administrators.



2) Establish content priorities for workshops based on program needs, not individual
teacher desires. Conduct a needs assessment or use recent evaluation data to
determine those program needs.

3) Provide follow-up support in each building to ensure that teachers can implement
new skills. Provide relevant book and print resources, discuss the plan for
implementation with each principal, visit classrooms to “get the feel” for teacher
issues and attend a faculty meeting in the building to judge climates.

4) Develop a system of monitoring implementation of professional development work.
Visit a few classrooms each week with a checklist of teacher behaviors. Discuss
observations with teachers. Ask principals to visit classrooms regularly and look
for these same instructional behaviors. Work with teacher teams to develop self-
monitoring strategies for implementing new strategies.

5) Assess gifted student impacts of professional development work through
questionnaires, test scores, and/or structured interviews with students and parents.

6) Develop a one-year and three-year plan for professional development activities that
reflects a compelling improvement plan based on needs assessment and/or
evaluation data collected. If you have neither, use the National Association for
Gifted Children (NAGC) professional development standards (NAGC, 1998) as a
base to consider what needs to be done. While they do not address specific content
foci, they do emphasize best practices in general process areas.

7) Develop a collaborative relationship with a university-based center in gifted
education to tap into important resources and cost-effective professional
development opportunities.

8) Be deliberate about all phases of professional development from planning through
implementation through follow-up and assessment. Conducting workshops is only
the beginning of the effort.

9) By incorporating a strong professional development model in your work, program
improvements in curriculum, instruction, assessment, communication, and
parental involvement should begin to occur.
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